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ARTS IN REVIEW

By MiCHAEL J. HATCH

New York

n the centuries following the

Han dynasty’s collapse in 220,

China’s territories divided

into varied arrangements of

frequently short-lived smaller

states. In the north, periods
of rule by non-Chinese peoples
with connections to central and
northeast Asia reconfigured the
cultural landscape of what was
once Han China. “Gold From
Dragon City: Masterpieces of
Three Yan From Liaoning,
337-436,” at the China Institute
Gallery, presents materials from
three of these successive northern
states, the Former Yan (337-370),
Later Yan (383-407) and Northern
Yan (407-436)—the “Three Yan” of
the show’s title—whose founders
were from the Murong clan of the
Xianbei, a multiethnic confederacy
with nomadic roots.

Co-organized with the Liaoning
Provincial Museum, which first
staged it in 2021, the show gathers
materials excavated from the
1950s to the 2000s in the area
around what is now Chaoyang,
Liaoning Province, and which was
called Longcheng, or “dragon city,”
during the Yan period. You will
not see a similar collection any-
where outside of a Chinese mu-
seum—not just because these ob-
jects come from state-sponsored
digs, but also because early Chi-
nese materials in major U.S. col-
lections were bought before much
interest in China’s foreign-ruled
states existed. This exhibition of-
fers a rare chance to see diverse
artifacts from an unstable period
in China’s history, and to trade a
vision of its culture as monolithic
for a subtler understanding of the
shifting and interrelated heritages
of its past.

The first gallery presents the
fluid mixture of Silk Road objects,
Han Chinese arts from the south,
and northeast Asian influences
that made up Yan material culture.
A Roman aquamarine glass bowl
and deep teal glass cup from the
tomb of Feng Sufu (d. 415) glitter
alongside an earthenware temple

Sroof tile with a lotus motif and a

5 modest, mold-made clay statuette
% of Buddha. Gold and gilt-bronze

= official seals topped with turtles,

S their carapaces etched with con-
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Connected Cultures

A show presents rare artifacts from an unstable period in China’s history

stellations, also found with Feng,
reveal his titles as the “Duke of Li-
aoxi” and “Duke of Fanyang” in
roughly cast Chinese script. An
impressive limestone ink-grinding
table, complete with a groove to
hold a brush, likewise emphasizes
his literacy in written Chinese,
and the cast-bronze ritual objects
buried with him bear restrained
geometric ornament and zoomor-
phic features nearly identical to
typical Chinese tomb goods of the
Later Han dynasty.

Many of the Yan burial objects
signal northern affiliations as
well. The closest cousins to a tall,
deep, bronze cauldron atop a per-
forated ring foot from the Former
Yan dynasty are Korean stoneware

vessels of the same period. The
long neck, gaunt profile, and wa-
fer-thin antlers of the deer head
that caps a large bronze belt orna-
ment from a Former Yan tomb dis-
tinguish it from southern Chinese
bronzes stylistically but also tech-
nically, through use of bolted fix-
tures rather than seamlessly cast
designs.

Two galleries highlighting gold
jewelry and equestrian technology
provide the show’s most compel-
ling moments, helping us to fully
discern the features of Yan arts. A
single spotlighted gold headdress
followed by a vitrine with four
similar examples confronts view-
ers in the gold gallery, creating for
a moment the sense of sitting in

Hat ornament from the Former Yan,
left; seal of the Duke of Fanyang
from the Northern Yan, above.

attendance at the Yan court. Thin
gold branches sprout from these
ornamental crowns in organic un-
dulations, and are hung with
shimmering, mobile gold leaves
that catch the light at broken an-
gles. Called “step-and-sway” head-
dresses, these delicate crests are
easy to imagine in motion as they
turned their owners into scintillat-
ing spectacles.

The organic gold ornaments of
this gallery further connect the
Yan states to their northern and
non-Chinese neighbors. The most
conspicuous relatives of step-and-
sway headdresses come either
from first-century tombs in Af-
ghanistan or from Korean tombs of
about the same time as Yan rule.
Nearby, among the other gold jew-
elry exhibited, a square gold belt
plaque with a procession of three
deer, their antlers intertwined, is
displayed near the kind of clay
mold used by goldsmiths to craft
such designs. These link Yan cul-
ture to numerous examples of gold
zoomorphic animal ornaments
from the tombs of earlier nomadic
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Film
“Megalopolis” (Sept. 27)
The much-anticipated film
from Francis Ford Coppola
takes place in a future
America and follows the
conflict between an idealistic
architect and a corrupt
mayor as the former tries to
rebuild a city after a disas-
ter. Drawing from the Catili-
narian conspiracy of ancient
Rome, the work features a
cast of mythic proportions:
Adam Driver, Giancarlo Es-
posito, Nathalie Emmanuel,
Aubrey Plaza, Shia LaBeouf,
Jon Voight, Laurence Fish-
burne, Talia Shire, Jason
Schwartzman and Dustin
Hoffman are just a few of
the names in this sci-fi epic.

stranger than wrestling’s
scripted scenarios.

Theater
“The Hills of California”
(Broadhurst Theatre, New
York, Sept. 29-Dec. 8)
Playwright Jez Butter-
worth (“The Ferryman”) and
director Sam Mendes team
once again for a Broadway
show, this one a time-skip-
ping story of a trio of sisters
in dire straits, united in
1970s Blackpool, England, by
their dying mother and in
the 1950s by chasing their
dreams of something bigger.

Music

Ezra Collective, “Dance, No

One’s Watching” (Sept. 27)
The London jazz quintet

follows up its Mercury Prize-

3

4

A Nathalie Emmanuel and Adam Driver in ‘Megalopolis.’

TV
“Grotesquerie”
(FX, Sept. 25)

Doyen of cable-TV horror
Ryan Murphy offers a new
series about a small town
that’s the locus of terrifying
crimes and the detective
(Niecy Nash-Betts) and the
nun-turned-journalist (Mi-
caela Diamond) who set out
to solve them. Courtney B.
Vance, Lesley Manville and
Travis Kelce (yes, the one
you're thinking of) also put
in an appearance.

“Mr. McMahon”
(Netflix, Sept. 25)
This six-part docuseries
reveals the story behind the
& WWE and the rise and fall
2 of co-founder Vince McMa-
Shon, a true story even

winning record, “Where I'm
Meant to Be,” with a 19-
track LP rooted in the power
and possibilities of dance.

Opera

“What Belongs to You”
(Modlin Center for the Arts,
University of Richmond, Vir-
ginia, Sept. 26-28)

Garth Greenwell’s debut
novel receives an operatic
adaptation in this world pre-
miere from David T. Little,
directed by Mark Morris and
starring Karim Sulayman,
with orchestrations per-
formed by Alarm Will Sound.

Exhibitions

“Edges of Ailey”
(Whitney Museum of
American Art, New York,
Sept. 25-Feb. 9, 2025)

The first major museum
exhibition to survey the life,
work and legacy of the
singular dancer and
choreographer Alvin Ailey,
this show collects work
from more than 80 artists

peoples of the Eurasian Steppe.

In the gallery devoted to weap-
ons and cavalry materials, the
fluttering gold leaves of crowns
meant for court are reborn in the
gilt-bronze chanfron of horse ar-
mor, while the intertwined animal
motifs of the belt plaque find

their way into saddle
decoration, indicating
the continuity of Yan
style across mediums.
The earliest datable set
of stirrups in world
history, also from the
tomb of Feng Sufu, are
on display here too.
Though these gilt wood
examples were likely
for formal processions,
according to the exhi-
bition, Yan stirrups
revolutionized warfare
by allowing cavalry-
men to ride with
heavier armor. The
show ends here, on the
three Yans’ contribu-
tion to broader histori-
cal developments.
The exhibition’s curation often
reflects its origins, and at times
viewers might feel as if they are
walking through one of China’s
provincial museums. A gallery de-
voted to hand-painted facsimiles
of murals from three separate
tombs only demonstrates the skill-
ful painting of the reproduction
artists. A clumsy introductory
video spends as much time de-
scribing dinosaurs and dragons as
it does Yan materials. Throughout,
a strong incorporative narrative
emphasizes the contributions of
the Xianbei people to Chinese cul-
ture at large.

Despite the eventual assimila-
tion of the Xianbei, the real oppor-
tunity these artifacts offer is to
witness the overlapping cultures
of the Yan courts, and their impli-
cation that rulership in the north-
east required as much investment
in non-Chinese traditions as in
Chinese ones.

Gold From Dragon City:
Masterpieces of Three Yan From
Liaoning, 337-436

China Institute Gallery,

through Jan. 5, 2025

Mr. Hatch teaches art history at
Trinity College.
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